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By HOWARD M. BROTZ 


Negro “Jews” in the United States” 


Introduction 


HE “Black Jews” in the United States are a variant of a number of 

. Negro groups whose members believe that the “so-called Negro is 
misnamed, that they have recovered their true identity and religion that 
had been robbed from them by the slavemasters, and that Christianity is 
the religion of the whites.” These groups were all founded in the northern 
metropolises during the past thirty years by charismatic prophets who 
constructed the outlines of these “true” religions. They include besides — 
the “Black Jews” — “Moors,” “Moslems,” “Coptic Egyptians,” etc.t! Apart 
from the appeal of mysterious and strange rites and apocalyptic prophecy 
to unsettled individuals suddenly conscious of a sense of weakness, their 
ideologies are, as we shall show, a “rational-type” repudiation of the 
premises of the status of the Negro in American society that is of pro- 
found impress to their adherents. They have endowed themselves, a group 
of low social status, with honored descent from what is evaluated by them 
as an honored (non-white) group and in such terms that they not only 
have nullified the shame of slavery but feel superior, or at least equal, 
to whites. In addition to the religious sects elaborating this theme, this 
a-political, self-indulgent nationalism has also been the mainspring of 
several secular groups such as the Ethiopian World Federation and the 
Back-to-Africa Movement of Marcus Garvey. Though the latter did have 
an ostensibly political program, viz., the “Redemption of Africa,” the 
number of Negroes who emigrated was infinitesimally small. Of far 
greater importance to the masses in the movement were the uniforms, 
the parades, and the para-military honorifics which they bestowed upon 
themselves. 


Although the Garveyites in no way eschewed the name “Negro” as did 
the religious sects, they endowed it with the honor derived from the con- 
ception of themselves as the descendants of a great African race of whom 
the “pure” members were black. What was common to all these groups is 
what may be termed an “explosive” sense of the past, experienced as a 


*Paper read at the Spring Meeting of the Committee for the Scientific Study of Religion, Har- 
vard University, April 26, 1952. 


1 Cf. E. D. Beynon, “The Voodoo Cult Among Negro Migrants in Detroit,’ American Journal 
of Sociology, XLIII (May, 1938), 894-907; Howard M. Brotz, “The Black Jews of Harlem,” 
Unpublished M.A. thesis, Department of Sociology, University of Chicago, 1947; Arthur H. 
a a Gods of the Metropolis: Negro Religious Cults of the Urban North (Philadel- 
phia, 1 ; 
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conversion, transmitted by dynamic, prophet-like leaders outside of kin- 
ship groups or other traditional social relationships. It is thus not subject 
to the restraints of institutionalized expectations and aspirations in the 
extent of its demands upon the present. 

The Emergence of the Commandment Keepers 

The largest and most well-known of the Black Jewish cults in Harlem 
today is the Commandment Keepers Congregation of the Living God, 
called more familiarly among the membership by the name of their 
“lodge”: the Royal Order of Aethiopian Hebrews, the Sons and Daughters 
of Culture, Inc. The group was organized by its present leader, “Rabbi” 
Wentworth Arthur Matthew, an alert, forceful, and intelligent man, fifty- 
eight years of age, dark-brown, who though claiming a “D.D.” as well as 
a Ph.D. degree, is self-educated beyond elementary levels. 

Matthew came to New York from the West Indies in 1913, when the 
large-scale emigration of propertyless Negroes from the South and the 
West Indies to the metropolitan areas of the North had begun. The change 
for these immigrants in the pattern of bi-racial relations produced the 
effect upon them that has been elsewhere observed to be a consequence of 
a rapid improvement in the conditions of life. It served to make the 
migrants critical of their status, to generate on the one hand demands for 
deference and other values beyond those which they had newly acquired 
and on the other hand resentment against the existing order for failure to 
fulfill these new aspirations. The disruption and instability of the family 
and other primary groups in this stratum of Negro society, depriving the 
individual of a stable supply of affection, was an additional source of the 
aggressiveness that was projected upon the hostile world in the rising race- 
consciousness of the times.” One of the principal ideological expressions of 
the emerging racial solidarity was a concern about ancestry. The atmos- 
phere was filled with ideas about the origins of the Negro — the revalua- 
tion of the Negro as a race with a dignified past that antedated the period 
of slavery. As early as 1910 a book called The Black Man, the Father of 
Civilization: Proven by Biblical History * was in circulation, and the Gar- 
veyites were shortly to incorporate this same theme. 

The rise of such dark-skinned charismatic leaders as Garvey and 
Matthew, who indulged the dark-skinned Negro lower class with symbols 
augmenting their self-esteem, is also related to several facts about the 
status structure of Negro society. First, color distinctions within Negro 
society intensified their identification with symbols of blackness. The 
light-skinned Negro élite, for example, outspokenly repudiated Garvey’s 
“Black Zionism;” this he vilified as “mulatto treachery.” Second, the 
élite of that time prided themselves upon “culture,” family background, 


2 It may also be true that Negroes during their first days in the North experienced some degree 
of guilt in the release of anti-authoritarian behavior, as for example, in “daring” to approach 
whites as equals in even such anonymous situations as riding in the front of a street car. 

3 James M. Webb, The Black Man, the Father of Civilization: Proven by Biblical History (Seat- 
tle, Acme Press), 1910. 
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and modest expenditure and would not engage in the conspicuous con- 
sumption of goods that would command the respect of the Negro masses. 
Third, the élite were not wealthy enough to endow internal social service 
organizations with funds or, in general, to supply the material indulgences 
in money and jobs which the Negro masses came to demand. The things 
which the masses respected lay outside of Negro society, thus increasing 
their feeling of inferiority; and with the unwillingness of the old Negro 
élite to supply the type of symbolic indulgences demanded by the masses, 
there was no one, apart from the nationalist leaders who eventually 
emerged, with whom they could identify. From their point of view Negro 
society had no “head.” 4 


During his first six years in New York, Matthew did odd jobs through- 
out the city. It is probable that he had occasional employment with nearby 
Jewish synagogues, for lower Harlem at that time was a densely Jewish 
neighborhood. Attracted by the Garveyites, he finally came in contact 
with another dark-skinned West Indian named Arnold Ford who propa- 
gated the doctrine that the “so-called Negroes were really the Children 
of the House of Israel”; Ford had attempted to persuade the Garveyites to 
adopt Judaism as their creed. Matthew, “realizing” that he was a Hebrew, 
organized his own congregation with a nucleus of eight men. He, as had 
Ford before him, took some Hebrew lessons from an immigrant Jewish 
teacher to whom he presented himself as a Jew. Matthew also acquired 
details of orthodox Jewish ritual, the names of Jewish institutions, as 
well as a few words of Yiddish from this unidentified man who was 
apparently of Hasidic background. Calling himself “rabbi,” he purchased 
Jewish ritual materials — an ark, a scroll, prayer shawls and books, skull 
caps — and rented rooms on 135th Street where he established his “syna- 
gogue” and “rabbinical college.” He put out a sign that Hebrew was 
taught, and also spoke on street corners where he conducted healing and 
preached the following doctrine: 

During slavery they took away our name, language, religion, and 
science, as these were the only possessions the slaves had, and they 
were pumped full of Christianity to make them more docile. The 
word Negro is a badge of slavery which comes from the Spanish 
word niger meaning black thing. Those who identify themselves with 
Negroes identify themselves with black things, not human beings. 
Though some say that the word Negro comes from the Niger River, 
people are named after land, not water. All so-called Negroes are the 
lost sheep of the House of Israel which can be proved from scripture 
and they all have birthmarks that identify their tribe. Jacob was a 
black man because he had smooth skin. 

He attracted a small number of men and more particularly middle- 
aged women, like himself dark-skinned, recent migrants, and dissatisfied 


4 Cf, E. A. Shils, “The Bases of Social Stratification in Negro Society.” Unpublished manu- 
script prepared for the Carnegie-Myrdal study of the Negro in America. 
5 Interview with Matthew. 
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with their conditions of life, who in turn brought friends of theirs to see 
the services. As his reputation grew, others sought him out: 


If someone calls me a Negro, I let them know what I am, so they 
will know what they are too. During slavery and darkness they took 
our name away from us. But all nations have names — Negro is not 
the name of a nation. If we’d find out about the people that Jesus 
spoke about, the lost sheep, he meant the House of Israel. When a 
man is lost and doesn’t know his name, it’s like amnesia towards his 
nationality. I knew who I was before I came to Rabbi Matthew. I 
spoke on street corners, wrote a book called Marks of a Lost Race, 
explaining the war through scriptures, you know. There were two of 
us. This buddy went back to his wife, but I couldn’t go back to mine. 
The spirit got me. Well one night Matthew’s name was revealed to me 
and I came up here. Later on I brought my wife. Since I’ve joined, 
it has enlightened me a whole lot. When I stand before the Torah 
and hear what God told our fathers and mothers, and what we’ve lost, 
what we would have if we followed the law, it’s made me a new per- 
son. Rabbi Matthew is the only man that’s got something that bene- 
fited our people. I broke up my home to come up here. That’s some- 
thing. Not till we turn back like Rabbi Matthew will our trouble 
cease. They say we’ve advanced since slavery, but we're still in back 
of the whites. But return to one leader and let him point out the way 
and let him take up the burdens he knows how. The Gentiles elect 
men to exercise authority over you. But the one who grows up great 
among you, like Rabbi Matthew, let him be your servant. I feel better 
since being with Rabbi because I’ve come back to my customs.® 

When I came to this country, my grandfather had always told me 
about the Hebrew language, that it was his language. We had books 
at home about the Hebrew children, Hebrew people. I didn’t find 
anyone until someone invited me to come up to the synagogue. When 
I came there I saw placards on the wall with Hebrew on them and 
I said to the rabbi, ‘Do you teach this?’ and I began and here I am. 
I took private lessons from him and believe I was the first black wom- 
an to teach Hebrew in the western Hemisphere. Besides before I 
joined, whenever I lived in an apartment house, I hardly ever knew 
anybody in the house. I was sick for nearly a year because I kept the 
ice bag on my face for such a long time that I froze my face. The doc- 
tor told me to keep it on for two hours at a time and I even slept 
with it. I was practically blind in one eye, but the rabbi went down 
to the drug store and got something and washed my eye out with it, 
and I can see much better now. I was very sick for nearly a year, 
didn’t get out of that bed for eight months. But the students came up 
here and took their lessons from me right in my room.’ 


Among those whom he did convert it appears that he stirred them to 
think about their ancestry and stimulated them in so doing to find some 
clue in their life which gave them proof that he was right. One of the indi- 
viduals whom either he or Ford may have inspired joined a neighboring 
Jewish synagogue on 116th Street in the belief that he was of J ewish 
ancestry. This, however, is the only case known to the writer in which a 


6 Interview with Robert Smith. 
7 Interview with Judith Reid. 
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Negro joined a true Jewish organization. This was resisted and dis- 
approved of by the cult leaders. 

During the depression the group could no longer pay the rent of the 
synagogue and it fell almost totally apart. Matthew had to take a job as 
a janitor. Since then it has slowly grown, beginning with the inner core 
who never left the fold, to its present size of approximately two hundred. 
It now occupies the second floor of a tenement house on 128th Street and 
Lenox Avenue and above this are two floors where the elderly women 
rent rooms. 

There are records of at least eight other Black Jewish cults which 
originated in the New York metropolitan area during the period 1919- 
1931, the leaders of which were all acquainted and in several cases asso- 
ciated with each other as congregations would emerge, fail, split, reorgan- 
ize with substantially the same membership. Several of the self-appointed 
“rabbis” took “Jewish” names: Mordecai Herman, Ishi Kaufman, Israel 
Ben Yomen, Israel Ben Newman, Simon Schurz. There were bitter rival- 
ries among the “rabbis” who differentiated themselves from each other 
by variations in doctrine and practice. Some permitted the eating of pork; 
others did not. Most of them accepted Jesus as a “Black Jew who was 
lynched by the Gentiles.” The group which had incorporated the least of 
Jewish ritual was that of Elder Robinson’s who ran a “baby farm” in New 
Jersey. He was later convicted of violation of the Mann Act and of misuse 
of his parishioners’ funds. All the “rabbis” conducted missionary activities 
along the whole length of the Eastern Seaboard and there are isolated 
“Black Jews” in smaller towns today who responded to this evangelism 
and occasionally solicit money from Jews. There is also a group in Phila- 
delphia under “Prophet” Cherry who denies that the Black Jews are 
Ethiopians. 

Most of the congregations disintegrated as groups with the death of 
the leaders. In the Thirties Ford emigrated to Africa where it is alleged 
he became a “Mohammedan”; he died there. From then on it has been 
Matthew who has received most attention from whites and who is referred 
to in the press from time to time as the “leader of Harlem’s orthodox 
Jews.” 

The Ritual and Beliefs of the Cult Today 


Jews in the New York area, from the first days of these cults, have — 
expressed a recurrent interest in them, under the impression that they are, 
might be, or must be Jews. This interest has opened up contacts for 
Matthew which would hardly be accessible to the ordinary store-front 
preacher (or to the “Moors”) . He has been invited to lecture before Jewish 
organizations on “The Anthropology of the Black Jews and Their Rela- 
tions to the Fairer Jews,” and there are usually to be found a dozen Jewish 
visitors at the services each week for whom the third row of seats is set 
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aside. The possibility of financial support as well as recognition from Jews 
has motivated Matthew to convince them of the legitimacy of his quali- 
fications. When Jews are present, he states from the pulpit, “We are 
strictly ‘koshered’ and all males amongst us are circumcised.” He also 
attempts to give Jewish observers the impression that all of his flock 
were born Jews (while at the same time asserting that he was the first 
Black Jew in America). 

Though on the whole most reporters and observers have taken his 
statements as the truth, these contacts with Jews have occasionally 
resulted in repudiation for him and at least in one instance in public 
embarrassment. He is thus suspicious of protracted questioning about his 
background, extremely sensitive about the question “How did you become 
a Jew,” and hostile towards those who call his group a Negro cult. These 
contacts have, however, furnished Matthew with a minute entrée to Jew- | 
ish society and culture; and many of the speculations of Jews themselves 
about the origin of these groups have spurred the cult leaders in their 
quest for “rational” proof of what they felt to be their true identity. In the 
early Twenties, for example, both Matthew and Ford were visited by a 
representative of a Jewish organization who thought they might be 
Falashas, a tribe of Ethiopians who believe that they are descended from 
King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. It was through this visit that they 
first learned of Falashas and this legend. Although the observer thought 
they were “misled,” they from thenceforth “realized” that they were 
Falashas or as they more characteristically define themselves, Ethiopian 
Hebrews, and added a belief in descent from Solomon and Sheba to their 
ideology. (Ethiopia, it may be noted, is a country with which Negroes 
outside these sects are widely identified. Not only is it the only country in 
Africa with a non-white ruler but it is also as Claude McKay has observed 
“the wonderful Ethiopia of the Bible” to the American Negro masses. The 
fact, too, that Haile Selassie calls himself the “Lion of Judah” has con- 
vinced Matthew that he is really a Falasha who does not eat pork.) 

Matthew “codified” the main beliefs of the cult and published them — 
“The Twelve Principles of the Doctrines of Israel with Scriptural Proof” 
— around 1940 in the Minute Book of the Commandment Keepers, which 
also contains the curriculum of the Ethiopian Hebrew Rabbinical College 
and the “Anthropology of the Ethiopian Hebrews.” The ritual, the wor- 
ship service, and even their basic theological conceptions have never 
departed very far from that which was familiar to these people in their 
childhood religious experience. The spontaneous sermon, the hymns 
(Protestant hymns with Old Testament references), the frequent col- 
lections of money, testimonials, the enthusiasm, the fervent trust in an 
omnipotent God who will take care of everything “in his own good 
time,” the explicit concern with love and friendship, the prayers for 


This content downloaded from 194.27.18.18 on Tue, 27 Oct 2015 00:22:31 UTC 
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 


330 PHYLON 


authorities (from president to sheriff), the scaling down of demands in 
gratitude to God for mere existence or the continued use of one’s limbs 
(quite in contrast to their racial mission) — all these are characteristic 
of the pariah religiosity of the lower-class Negro church, organized around 
self-appointed, untrained, and uneducated preachers with a “call,” in 
groups which have considerable flexibility in practice. Within the tradi- 
tion of this church Matthew, like the other cult leaders, has fashioned 
his own form of worship that is a curious syncretistic blend of the most 
diverse religious patterns and other cultural forms which exist in a 
metropolis.® 


Services are held on Saturdays, both mornings and afternoons, and 
on all Jewish holidays. As each member enters the door on the second 
floor marked “Synagogue,” he or she fervently kisses the mezzuzzah 
(miniature scroll) on the door and then takes his seat where he meditates 


quietly over Phillip’s Hebrew Prayer Book or speaks in a hushed voice to 
his neighbor until the service begins. Members greet each other with 
“Shalom.” The men, who sit in the front, wear skull caps and prayer 
shawls; the women behind them wear the white garb generally worn 
by “saints” in the Holiness churches with the Hebrew word for Zion 
embroidered on their garments. Those who can, read from the Hebrew 
prayer book; and the high point of the service occurs when all the males 
file up to the altar to recite in Hebrew their name, the tribe which 
Matthew has assigned them upon “examination of their bodies for critical 
birthmarks,” and a blessing.® This is followed by a march of all the males 
around the “synagogue’ behind the “rabbi” who carries the scroll, all 
singing “Round the Walls of Jericho.” This, as are Matthews’ extemporan- 


8 The Black Jews may be accurately regarded as sects of Christians who pressed their identifi- 
cation with the figures of the Old Testament to the extreme belief that they themselves are 
Jews. This is not unique in Anglo-Saxon religious history. What is probably the prototype for 
this development within English Puritanism occurred in seventeenth century England when 
various Puritan extremists held and were prosecuted for “Judaistic’’ opinions, based on the 
literal interpretation of the Old Testament, arising in similar fashion out of an intense iden- 
tification with and enthusiasm for the figures of the Old Testament drama. Some practiced 
circumcision, observed the seventh-day Sabbath, and taught the “distinction of meats.” Others 
claimed that they were destined to lead the Chosen People back to the Promised Land. About 
1650 Thomas Tany, a London silversmith, discovered that he was a Jew of the tribe of 
Reuben, and announced the imminent rebuilding of the Temple at Jerusalem with himself as 
High Priest. (Cf. Cecil Roth, A History cf the Jews in England, 2d ed. (London, 1949), pp. 149- 
50, 281.) The practice of Judaism, however, is based not directly upon the literal Bible but 
upon a body of traditional rules — the Oral Law — that is the outgrowth of cumulative inter- 
pretation of the written Law. An essential component of Judaism, furthermore, particularly 
since the exile, is self-enclosure — “build a fence around the Torah” — which has entered into 
the day-to-day behavior of the modern Jews to make them a minority group, conscious of its 
separateness in strange lands not its own. It is doubtful if the radical Puritan philo-Semites un- 
derstood the nature of the difference in both these respects between the early Hebrews and 
Jews of the contemporary world, and were confused when they came in contact with actual 
Jews. One notes this even today among fundamentalist Puritans whose ambivalence towards 
Jews rests at least in part upon the fact that they are thinking of two different sets of people. 
Even Matthew occasionally forgets that he is a “Jew” and engages in explicit anti-Semitism, 
i.e., in which Jews, regarded as a group “apart,” are charged with negative group charac- 
teristics. 


9 No one reads Hebrew correctly and only a quarter do so at all. Matthew's extemporaneous 
“Hebrew” prayers, to the accompaniment of a piano, are sheer gibberish. The use of the 
prayer book is also defective by Jewish criteria with large sections omitted. The members 
exchange pleasantries with each other in a pseudo-Hebrew that functions essentially as a 
cult code. All this, however, is of no great analytical importance; the structure of the group 
would not be affected by modification towards greater conformity with Jewish criteria in the 
respects noted. At a near-by group, for example, they do read Hebrew correctly. 
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eous sermons and prayers, is the occasion for a considerable degree of 
euphoria: handclapping, “halleluiah’s,” “Thank God’s” “Glo’ to God’s,” 
etc. 


These distinctive rites are not only the sacred practices of a group 
of people predisposed to seek something sacred but also the basis of a 
feeling of superiority to whites who are regarded as a doomed group 
in their salvationary doctrine: 
Christianity violates the Ten Commandments, keeps the Sabbath 
on the wrong day, and is full of idolatry. It was with Israel that God 
made the covenant and it is Israel who will be resurrected when the 
Messiah comes. Only Israel has the Cabbalistic Science. And Hebrew 
is the Lord’s language, the language spoken by Adam and Eve in the 
Garden of Eden. We are the elect of Israel. This is the Gentile Age 
and it is coming to an end as did all other ages.1° 
This theme is of especial importance within those meetings of the cult 
when white visitors are absent and Matthew and the other cult leaders 
articulate the free-floating anti-white hostility of the urbanized Negro 
masses such as is evident in the following: 
@. Have you been in this country very long? 


A. Yes, I saw what the crackers did to our boys in the First World 
War.11 


Their religion is also ambivalently the basis of explicit self-differen- 
tiation from other Negroes as they move in the world outside the cult. 
The men grow beards to the extent possible. They do not work on Satur- 
day and they wear their skull caps at work. When asked about this by 
whites, they deny that they are Negroes. Those who went into the armed 
forces declared themselves as Jews (although assigned at that time to 
segregated companies) and occasionally attended religious services. 
Within Negro society they maintain their identity in contacts with non- 
members, though regarded on the whole as cranks. The elderly women 
who reside over the synagogue have few or no primary group connections 
outside the cult. Note this in the following: 

Q. Do you have any contacts with colored people outside the 
group? 

A. Yes. They kinda scorn at me. They scorn at my sons too. They 
make fun of me, say, ‘He try to call himself a Jew.’ But it doesn’t 


bother me because I know myself. Most of the people I know are out- 
side the group, but I don’t eat in their homes.?2 


Q. Same as above. 


A. None. They don’t speak my language. But I feel friendly to cer- 
tain groups. The only way I go anywhere is if they have a program. 
They patronize us and we go to theirs. 


10 Sermon, Matthew. 


11 Interview with James Hayes, very meek-mannered West Indian, who had been with the 
group only two months. 


12 Interview with Arthur Collins, who had recently joined. 
13 Interview with Judith Reid, who resides in the building. 
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Magic 

Their religious practices also contain an important magical component 
vis-a-vis two concerns that are fairly widespread among uneducated 
urban Negroes or rural origin. These are health — physical and mental — 
and affection. For example, apart from an increased susceptibility to 
respiratory diseases under slum conditions during the cold winters, evi- 
dence suggests that dissatisfaction increased the migrant’s sensitivity to 
body pain and concern with ailments. The ability to heal was, as noted, 
part of Matthew’s charisma from the beginning of his career. The foods 
tabooed in this cult, according to “the rules for eating koshered foods” 
are primarily pork but also duck, frankfurters, crabs, catfish, lobsters, 
and bear, which are regarded as “unhealthy”: 

We are the healthiest congregation on Manhattan Island, because 

we don’t eat pork. I didn’t need to get vaccinated for smallpox be- 

cause there isn’t any pork in my blood. Of course, some of you have 

been here only a few years and still have a lot of pork in your sys- 

tem. Also, the reason we don’t have evil thoughts is because we eat 

clean food.!4 
(The “Moors” also regard pork, catfish, and crabs, which Professor Hughes 
has suggested were the staples of their former diet, as “poisonous.”) 
The food taboos are adhered to with tenacity. Sister Judith said that she 
used to love bacon but today cannot even stand the smell of it, although 
one of the members did not realize for three years after joining that bacon 
is pork. 

On Monday nights Matthew lectures at the rabbinical college on “The 
Cabbalistic (sic) Science of the House of Israel,” among other subjects. 
This is a set of secret Hebrew formulae, unknown to the Gentiles (whites) 
by which one can “cure rheumatic (sic), restore sight, bring back life to 
dead babies, keep oneself from going crazy in the middle of the night, 
change the bad minds of people to good, make enemies your friends, ete.” 
The essentials of this are that there are four angels who work in three 
hour shifts around the clock: nine to twelve, twelve to three, and so on. In 
order to get a response from the right angel one has to call his name in 
Hebrew while he is “on.” The Cabbalistic science, too, like the rest of 
their practices, is the basis of explicit self-differentiation from the stereo- 
type of the Southern, rural Negro: 


Cabbalistic science is one of the branches of mental telepathy. 
Those who thought it conjuring had a dark cell in their minds. This 
is an angelic science — has nothing to do with rabbit’s foot, spiritual- 
ism, or conjuring spirits out of a graveyard. The spiritualists set you 
against your best friends, lead you into the numbers racket. Use dirt 
and filth—-dead man’s fingers, grave dirt. Cabbalistic things are 
parchment. The science of Israel is a big thing. It’s why we use 
talesim, candles, and incense. The Catholics faintly imitate us. Do 
you think the three Hebrew boys who went into the fiery furnace 


14 Matthew, Lecture to the Rabbinical College. 


This content downloaded from 194.27.18.18 on Tue, 27 Oct 2015 00:22:31 UTC 
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions 


NEGRO “JEWS” | 333 


went in saying, ‘Lawdy Jesus?’ They knew how to pray. They went 

into the furnace annointed with the oil of life, which we can’t take 

up tonight, and they tell me that when they came out they didn’t even 

smell of smoke.15 

Though members of the cult will use the Cabbalistic science inde- 

pendently to relieve, for example, a severe headache in the middle of the 
night, Matthew will step in, among cases of illness among the women 
within the inner circle, to apply his magical techniques personally. He 
is reluctant to allow any of these to consult physicians; they seem to 
accept his authority so long as they remain in the group. 


Social Structure 


The group presents in general the outlines of a typical charismatically 
led sect — the extraordinary individual surrounded by followers without 
any other conflicting primary group authorities. The essentials of the 
leader’s charisma in this case rest on his role as a protective conferrer 
of indulgences, both material and symbolic. Seventy per cent of the 
members of the cult, who are predominantly of West Indian origin, are 
women, about half of whom do not have husbands in the group and are 
either alone or with child or grandchild. To the lone immigrant women 
who, as Matthew states, “didn’t know anything about American ways,” 
he supplied such skills as filling out application forms and advice about 
getting onto relief rolls during the depression. Some of the women 
entrusted their entire savings to him. He also has a telephone and trans- 
mits requests for day workers. He has taken the lead in buying land and 
building houses in suburban Babylon, L. I., and in connection with this 
formed the lodge which is legally incorporated. About ten of the members 
have so far bought homes. 


To the group Matthew presents himself as a protector and states that 
he has “rescued them from ignorance, brought them where they are today, 
given them back their name, language, and religion.” He also states that 
“he had a dream in which it was revealed to him that he was born to lead,” 
and he has fashioned a legend about his own ancestry to the effect that he 
“was born in Africa, the son of a Falasha cantor who migrated from 
Ethiopia to Lagos.” Some of the other cult leaders similarly claim birth 
in Addis Ababa or elsewhere in Africa. The members on their part 
regard him as a “chosen man of God, the man who rescued them from 
the fallacy of ignorance, has given them all they know, and has taken 
care of them when they were sick.” 


Matthew has undivided control of the finances of the group and of its 
affairs in general, apart from two small sub-groups of “Willing Workers” 
which maintain their own treasuries and turn over surpluses at the end 
of the year. These are social circles, primarily preoccupied with visiting 
and caring for sick members. The principal sub-group, the Hebrew School 


15 Matthew, Lecture to the Rabbinical College. 
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or Rabbinical College, has no autonomy at all. The rabbi is the “principal” 
and “dean” and teaches the children himself three afternoons a week. 
Adults, who pay a dollar a week, attend during the evenings. On Mon- 
days the rabbi lectures. On Wednesdays and Thursdays they study 
Hebrew and are divided into graduated classes under three women 
teachers who constitute the “faculty.” All of the lessons begin and end 
with a prayer service at which others besides the rabbi officiate. It is in the 
rabbinical college that new members are gradually initiated into the 
lore of the cult and those who wish are trained for “ordination” and for 
the degrees of “D.D.” and “M.H.D.,” Master of Hebrew Doctrine. Diplomas 
for these are awarded annually in a graduation ceremony at which the 
members wear caps and gowns which they own, and during this evening 
Matthew is addressed as “Dean” in speeches from the “faculty” and grad- 
uating class. At another ceremony during the year he ordains new rabbis. 
What is of interest here is that there are no formal, objective standards of 
competence in this training process. Some of the students know as much 
or more than the teachers. Students “advance” and are awarded their 
“degrees” when Matthew “decides” they are charismatically qualified, and 
those who do not press demands to obtain these degrees remain as stu- 
dents for long periods of time. It is also of interest that two of the teachers 
confided to the writer that they know as much as Matthew. It must be 
recalled that these churches are in a tradition in which qualifications for 
religious leadership are self-judged (the “call’). It is also true that many 
of the members know large sections of the Bible by memory and have had 
experience in preaching or have developed oral skills in giving testi- 
monials and other spontaneous communications of religious experience 
before entering the cult. 


Notwithstanding the proliferation of subordinate “rabbis” and officers, 
who derive in all but a few minor posts, their titles, and degrees from 
Matthew, none of them has any real ritual functions, makes any decision 
of major importance within the group nor even gives very much advice. 
The group is a “love” group in which those closest to the “rabbi” — the 
“Mothers,” “willing workers,” “true gold members” — have the greatest 
honor. The “faculty” and others in the inner circle render “service” with- 
out any rational remuneration, and their identification with Matthew is 
so great that equalitarian demands are suppressed. 


As their actions show, Matthew and the other cult leaders were men 
bent upon a profound quest for power and prestige in the small worlds 
within which they moved. Matthew has fantasies of vast bureaucratic 
hierarchies of which he is the head; and when from time to time he sees 
himself in this image, he produces constructs not only of an elaborate 
internal organizational structure with myriads of sub-committees but 
also of an extensive interlocal network of congregations of five hundred 
thousand Black Jews in the Western Hemisphere of whom he is the 
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“Chief Rabbi with credentials from Haile Selassie.” He also has fan- 
tasies of being consulted by diplomats, distinguished rabbis, judges before 
announcing their verdicts; of sending telegrams of indignant protest to 
the State of Israel “for excluding Falashas on the grounds that syphilis 
was endemic among them”; and of getting individuals on trial acquitted. 
He has transformed fleeting contacts with individuals and institutions into 
recognition and friendship. 

Although he is granted undivided authority in the corporate affairs 
of the group, he is denied commensurate deference from Negro society 
outside the cult. His lack of education and family background, his dark 
skin color, and his erratic religious affiliation would be judged negatively 
by the old Negro élite; and with his lack of wealth and appropriate style of 
life he would not rank very high in the esteem of the nouveaux riches 
doctors, businessmen, entertainers, ex-prize-fighters, and ex-numbers 
kings who are the new Negro élite (and the first monied élite in American 
Negro society). In his relations with the white world his denial that he 
is a Negro has not resulted in markedly different treatment by whites. 
His windows were broken, for example, when he first moved out to 
Long Island. Even his relations with Jews, from whom he gets perhaps 
the only deference outside the cult, are marked by his fear of ridicule; 
and within the cult he counter-accuses the Jews of “being eighty per cent 
reformed, eating bacon, changing their names, etc.” (Some of the other 
cult leaders consider the white Jews outright frauds, “the products of 
intermarriage.”) It is also true that the constant application of charismatic 
logic is strenuous. When the writer asked Matthew what he thought of 
the “Moors,” he answered, “They’re just a Negro cult who don’t want to 
admit that they’re Negroes.” 

One evidence of Matthew’s anomolous role and position is his attempt 
to intensify his demands for deference within his group; he constantly 
warns against the temptation of repudiating his authority and wisdom. 
There has been, in fact, a secession organized by three of the “rabbis” 
whom Matthew ordained, all of whom were married men. They wanted 
more of a share in determining the affairs of the sect and the disposition 
of the revenues. With twenty-five other members they set up their own 
“synagogue” nearby. One of these three “rabbis” formed his own group 
a year later. These deviant bodies are smaller groups — sixty members 
in one, twenty-five in the other —and the rituals of both vary slightly from 
Matthew’s group. 

Personal and group experiences have intensified Matthew’s aspirations 
to differentiate himself and his followers from the white stereotype of the 
Southern, rural Negro. Inculcation of the “proper” standards of behavior 
in these respects constituted forty per cent of the thematic content of his 
sermons and addresses to his group. The main criterion of this differentia- 
tion is personal “regularity”: restraint, neatness, conformity with the 
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mores and avoidance of trouble with the police, steady work habits, etc. 
For example: 


People learn Negro habits. We have to emphasize a certain aloof- 
ness. This gives us dignity and self-respect, which makes us an ex- 
ample. The kids, for example, play with Negroes. But I tell them, 
keep your things tidy in school. Apologize quickly if something goes 
wrong and don’t talk back to your teacher. Don’t act up like Negroes. 
Among the Negroes there were conscientious objectors and other 
crazy things.1¢ 

You women who go out to work, make your bed in the morning. 
Don’t say you'll make it when you come back because you don’t 
know how you'll come back! They’ll judge you according to the state 
of your domicile.17 


Matthew is also preoccupied with the necessity of strict parental control 
over children in order to prevent delinquency and crime. For example: 
Children must be punished but it’s not always necessary to use a 
strap. Some mothers just don’t know how to take care of their chil- 
dren, always take the side of the child against the teacher. No won- 
der they learn to disobey. If you can’t handle your children, give 
them to me. And there won’t be any marks on them either. I’m a 
juvenile officer of this precinct, and if I can’t handle them, Pll take 
them to the police station. One policeman told me that there’s more 
law on the end of his nightstick than in all the books. The worst thing 
that can happen is that when you are out, someone comes into your 
house and destroys your furniture or mugs you, puts a bullet through 
your head. Or when you’re in the house, you hear a knocking on the 
door: ‘Matthew, come on to the station. Your son is wanted for mur- 
der!’ Better the child should be dead right now.18 
In his explicit statements and in his behavior Matthew serves as a 
model to his group; however, his behavior hardly conforms to the fashions 
of more privileged groups. Patterning themselves after Matthew, the men 
dress entirely in black except during the summer when they wear the 
white uniforms of hospital attendants. 


It was previously noted how their religious practices are the basis 
of explicit self-differentiation from the Negro lower-class, particularly 
white stereotypes of it. Sister Judith Reid stated with evident pride in 
her address to the graduating class, “Hebrew is not a language which 
is spoken in the street.” Although enthusiasm exists in their worship 
service, it is far less than the practices prevailing in the Holiness churches. 
The Black Jews abstain from possessions, swooning, speaking in tongues, 
and excessive screaming, all of which Matthew regards as “niggeritions.” 

In the starkest contrast to the anti-white sentiments he verbalizes, 
Matthew has stated that he never has any trouble with whites, even in 
the South. There is no juvenile delinquency among the children of the 
16 Interview with Matthew. 


17 Sermon, Matthew. 
18. Ibid. 
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members, nor is there rule-breaking of the type which occurs among the 
“Moslems” whose rejection of American culture has been much more radi- 
cal than that of the Black Jews — draft evasion, withdrawal of children 
from the city schools, and, in the past, human sacrifice. Of importance is 
the fact that the members are known as “good workers.” Although data on 
this subject are scanty, they strongly suggest that the self-esteem which 
individuals derive from membership in all these nationalistic religious 
sects has resulted in modification of behavior in the direction of personal 
stability. It has not, however, significantly affected the range of their 
occupations. The elderly women are domestic day-workers, the younger 
women semi-skilled workers in light industry or clerks. The men include 
besides domestics and semi-skilled clerks, a few artisans and proprietors 
of small stores. 


Limitations of space permit only the following remarks on the nature 
of their status-oriented behavior. One conclusion is that it is not modeled 
after the behavior of known individuals in higher strata of Negro society. 
At the risk of some oversimplification it may be said that reflection about 
the existence of superior Negro social strata is so vague, and the primary 
group tie within the cult is so strong, that effective aspirations to rise are 
not generated. (This is wholly apart from whatever effects adherence to 
the apocalyptic aspects of their religious beliefs have on their behavior.) 
Sexual propriety — so crucial a basis of differentiation to the respectable 
upper strata of Negro society — is not of any real importance to the 
members of the cult and is the basis neither of exclusion nor of positive 
prestige. Matthews makes a rare reference to “you women without 
husbands” but with regard only to the extra care they need to exercise 
in the rearing of their children. It is without moral opprobrium. In the 
sphere of consumption practices, there is no vying for status according to 
middle class criteria. Even the few who are able to afford a middle class 
standard of living and have purchased homes have gone out to build a 
residential colony. 


A second conclusion with respect to status behavior is that in the 
spheres in which it appears that they have incorporated standards which 
prevail in Negro and white society, such as the prestige-worthiness of 
education, they do not compete with others outside the cult. The standards 
of achievement have been fitted into the charismatic structure of the 
group. They award their own degrees and honors. 


Their status-oriented behavior is thus essentially a reaction against a 
counter-model; it is compatible with their sectarian withdrawal and the 
rejection of the dominant culture. They obtain stable grants of the 
deference they demand only from other members of this cult who have 
likewise radically repudiated their identity in American society. 
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